The search for genotypes that underlie human performance phenotypes.
For a species spread throughout the world, humans are remarkably invariant; yet there has always been more interest in the slight differences between individuals than in the great commonality. This is especially true in athletic endeavours, where nearly immeasurable differences in performance can separate the winner from the rest of the competitors. There is little doubt that performance is influenced by environment, as the effects of diet and training on athletic ability have long been known, if not completely understood; however, the contribution of an individual's genetic make-up is less clear. The dominance of particular nationalities, ethnic groups, or families in various sporting events is often perceived as evidence that heritage (biological or cultural), plays a role in the development of athletic skills. Further complicating the issue are the interactions between genetic background and environment, as both of these fundamental arbiters of development rarely act independently. Despite the complexity of the problem, numerous researchers have attempted to elucidate the effects of genetic background on physical performance and, more recently, to identify the specific genetic variants that contribute to performance. This article reviews some of these studies with a focus on the methodologies employed.